Oral History Project World War II Years, 1941-1946 - Bob Snow by Saylor, Thomas
 
 
Interviewee: Robert “Bob” Snow 
Interviewer: Thomas Saylor 
Date of interview: 5 August 2002 
Location: living room of Bob Snow’s apartment, Minneapolis, MN 
Transcribed by: Kimberly Johnson, September 2002 
Edited by: Thomas Saylor, January 2003 
 
Bob Snow was born 20 April 1920 in Minneapolis, but grew up in St. Paul, where he 
graduated from Central High School in 1938.  He started the University of Minnesota 
that year, but when the US entered the war in December 1941 he enlisted the next 
month in the US Navy.  Bob took advantage of the Navy’s V-7 program to finish his 
degree before entering active service. 
 In early 1943 Bob got married (wife Nancy) and was sent to Columbia 
University in New York for officer training; later that year he was in San Diego to 
train on LCT’s (landing craft, tank) and LCM’s (landing craft, mechanized).  
Following advanced training in the Solomon Islands (South Pacific) in early 1944, 
Bob joined the crew of the USS Gunston Hall (LSD-5), an LSD (landing ship, dock). 
In September 1944 LSD-5 participated in the bloody invasion of Peleliu 
Island, in the Palau group; after the island was secured by the 1st Marine Division, 
Bob remained stationed at Peleliu as ship’s company.  He remained on Peleliu until 
after V-J Day in August 1945, when he was rotated back to the US; Bob was 
discharged in January 1946 with the rank of lieutenant junior grade. 
 After the war, Bob used the GI Bill to attend Harvard, where he obtained a 
graduate degree in architecture.  He worked as an architect in the Twin Cities during 
the 1950s, and was then self-employed in sales until his retirement.  Bob has been 
on the board of directors of several local companies, and devoted considerable time 
to volunteer work.  At the time of this interview (August 2002) Bob and his wife 
Nancy lived in Minneapolis. 
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USS Gunston Hall (LSD-5), in a photo from the late 1940s. 
 
Source: Official US Navy photo NH 96886, from the US Navy Naval History and 
Heritage Command. 
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Interview key: 
T = Thomas Saylor 
B = Robert “Bob” Snow 
[text] = words added by editor, either for clarification or explanation 
(***) = words or phrase unclear 
NOTE: interview has been edited for clarity 
 
Tape 1, Side A.  Counter begins at 000. 
 
T: Today is the 5th of August, 2002 and this is the interview with Mr. Bob Snow.  
First, for the record, Mr. Snow, thanks very much for taking time to talk with me. 
 
B: Pleased to do it. 
 
T: Let me start by just asking you when and where you were born. 
 
B: I was born in St. Barnabas Hospital here in Minneapolis and I was raised in St. 
Paul. 
 
T: So you went to grade school and high school in St. Paul. 
 
B: Grade school and high school.  That’s right. 
 
T: What neighborhood did you grow up in St. Paul? 
 
B: We lived first over on St. Anthony, 1796 St. Anthony.  It’s no longer there because 
the railroad took it.  I went to Longfellow school, which is over on Prior and Iglehart, 
through the eighth grade.  Then I went to Moria Sanford Junior High for one year.  
Then for junior and senior years I went to St. Paul Central. 
 
T: In the old building obviously, but it’s the same location as the new building, right? 
 
B: Yes.  They kept a lot of the old structure. 
 




T: You graduated from high school in 1938, was it? 
 
B: That’s right, in 1938. 
 
T: What did you do when you first got out of high school? 
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B: In the summer I worked in the YMCA Camp over on the St. Croix [River].  I was a 
counselor for several years even after I went into college.  I graduated in the spring 
of 38 from high school and that fall I enrolled at the University of Minnesota. 
 





T: When Pearl Harbor was attacked on December 7, 1941, you were already several 




T: Do you remember what you were doing when you first heard that news? 
 
(1, A, 40) 
 
B: Very distinctly, because I was with my future wife and we were celebrating her 
birthday, which is on December 7th.  We were with her sister and brother-in-law in 
an apartment right over by Lake Calhoun [in Minneapolis].  We were startled like 
everybody else was by the invasion of Pearl Harbor.  It came over the radio, as far as 
I can remember.  There was word of mouth, too. 
 
T: How would you describe your reaction that day and then the next couple of days?  
What adjectives might you use? 
 
B: Dread, I think.  Concerned because of my age that I was probably going to be 
drafted.  It developed into a full-scale war, which I was sure it would, because the 
war had been going on in Europe for some time and I didn’t think there would be an 
alternative.  So I knew I’d be drafted before very long.  I had already signed up and 
was deferred because I got into that V-7 Program in the Navy. 
 
T: When did you enlist? 
 
B: January 1942. 
 




T: Why didn’t you wait to be drafted? 
 
B: I don’t know.  It just seemed the thing to do.  I don’t have a recollection of it 
particularly.  Maybe because my friends were doing it.  I don’t remember. 
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T: Why did you join the Navy, and not another service branch? 
 
B: If I hadn’t enlisted in the Navy I would have been drafted and gone into the Army.  
I didn’t particularly relish that, so I went in the Navy knowing I was probably going 
to be going.  I thought I was going to serve on a ship.  I ended up, like a lot of my 
friends, in the amphibious forces. 
 
T: You joined the V-7 Program, which allowed you to continue and to finish college 
before you actually had to go off to the service. 
 
B: That was a Navy program. V-7 was a Navy program.  It allowed me to finish 
college as long as I did it in an expeditious manner. 
 
T: So no dragging it out. 
 
B: No, no. 
 
T: When you were in college then being part of this V-7 Program, how did you think 
about the time after college then? 
 
B: I knew I was headed for the service.  I didn’t think beyond that I guess. 
 
T: How did your family or loved ones respond to your decision to join the service? 
 
B: I think they believed as I did, that it was the thing to do.  I don’t think they were 
happy about it.  I had a brother that was younger than I, and he was being deferred 
because of his poor eyesight.  I didn’t have an excuse like that. 
 
T: And you were already twenty-one, so no one had to sign for you. 
 
B: That’s right.  My brother was three years younger than I. 
 
T: He was born in 1923 then.  Did he ultimately join the service? 
 
B: Yes, he did.  First he was deferred and after about a year he was in the Army.  
Ended up he was in the Battle of the Bulge and everything. 
 




T: You finished college in 1943 and then headed to New York City. 
 
B: Yes.  I had signed up for the V-7 program.  It was a Navy program which allowed 
me to finish college, and when I was finished I would report for duty at Columbia 
University in New York.  I got my order to report the day after I got my diploma.  
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They must have been keeping track of me.  I got my orders to report to New York 
City shortly after that and I went with another college friend of mine.  We both had 
the same orders.  We went to New York City and reported for duty to Columbia 
University. 
 
T: What kind of duty was that? 
 
B: It was midshipmen’s school.  We went in as apprentice seamen.  It was a ninety-
day program and after ninety days of the tests and everything that we were 
expected to do, we had academic courses and everything, we were promoted to 
ensign.  That’s the lowest officer rank in the Navy.  Comparable to a second 
lieutenant in the Army. 
 
T: How would you describe the training, Bob?  Was it difficult, demanding? 
 
(1, A, 120) 
 
B: Both.  We had to learn an awful lot in a very short time.  We did get time off on the 
weekend if our marks were good enough.  We were tested every single week.  We 
were able to go out on weekends.  Several times I was invited to join a group up in 
Scarsdale, New York, for a party.  I met a couple nice young ladies, one of whom 
ended up coming to the University of Minnesota and was a classmate of my wife’s.  
Got acquainted that way.  I remember going to one party right there in New York 
City and I don’t remember who the owner of the home was, but it was a very lovely 
home.  Our entertainer that evening was Ira Gershwin. 
 
T: Was this the first time you had been away from home for a long period of time? 
 
B: Pretty much, yes.  I would always go to summer camp but it was not very far from 
home. 
 
T: How did that affect you?  Being away from home like that? 
 
B: Didn’t bother me particularly, I didn’t think.  I don’t recall any homesickness or 
anything like that. 
 
T: Were other people more affected than you? 
 
B: I wasn’t aware of it if there were.  We were mostly all college graduates. 
 
T: You guys were older.  That’s right. 
 
B: Yes.  Twenty-two, twenty-three years old. 
 
T: You were commissioned an ensign, what some refer to as a “ninety-day wonder.” 
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B: Yes. 
 
T: And went to the West Coast then? 
 
B: Yes, I was to report for duty in San Francisco.  My parents were living in Utah at 
the time, and I stopped to see them on the way out.  My father was a mechanical 
engineer and his company had a contract to build a steel plant near Provo, Utah.  
Then went on to San Francisco and we sat around for a long time.  I say “we,” 
meaning there was a whole group of officers about in the same situation that I was.  
Waiting for a ship to come in that needed an untrained ensign. 
 
T: Would you be assigned to these ships or would you volunteer for them? 
 
B: No.  You were assigned to them.  We were there I’d say probably at least four 
weeks. 
 
T: Just waiting? 
 
B: Several of us went to training schools.  We went to one for fire control.  We went 
to another for gunnery school and things like that for something to do.  It increased 
our knowledge of what goes on in the Navy.  And then a whole group of us got our 
orders.  We were all sent down to San Diego, to the destroyer base in San Diego.  The 
purpose of that was they were putting together an amphibious group to learn how 
to use the landing craft that had been carrying the troops from the ships to the 
shores during invasions. 
We trained in San Diego for a couple of weeks and then we moved up to 
Oceanside which is right near the Marine Corps Camp Pendleton.  Huge, huge.  We 
got there and got acquainted with the Marines.  We practiced with them making 
landings on the beach there.  We did that for quite some time. 
My wife and I had some interesting experiences after we were married, when 
we got shipped up to Camp Pendleton in late 1943.  Oceanside was there and we 
tried to find a place for us to live there.  That was really tough.  It was so bad we 
ended up—we’d been married six week and another couple had been married three 
weeks—and we shared a hotel room.  Things were so desperate, this hotel room had 
two double beds in it so that they couldn’t just rent to two people.  It had to be four 
people.  We thought we could manage that for a couple nights, but in the meantime 
the ladies were out trying to find an apartment, some other place to stay.  They 
looked and looked and we were there three weeks at least. 
 
T: There was just nothing to be had? 
 
B: No.  We took a clothesline and strung it lengthwise across the room and got a 
couple cotton blankets and that was kind of a curtain.  We used to take turns going 
for a walk in the evening, because we were all newlyweds.  (laughs) Those darned 
cotton blankets—if you got anywhere near them with Navy blues on you’d get stuck 
with white lint. 
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We got along surprisingly well.  The gal was from a farm in Ohio and my wife 
was a city girl, had gone to private school, but they got along famously.  Every day 
they went out looking for apartments.  My wife finally found one down the beach 
and she was so thrilled.  It had a bedroom and a living room and a kitchen and a 
bathroom, right on the beach.  She was so thrilled and it turned out they wouldn’t 
rent it.  They weren’t allowed to rent it to just two people—it had to be at least three 
people.  So what do we do?  We got the other couple and said, “We’ll work it out.”  
And we did.  We took turns in the bedroom.  There was a couch in the living room 
that opened out. 
 
T: So the shortage of housing was a serious thing. 
 
B: It was.  Oceanside was a little tiny town, too.  Large Marine camp right there.  
Ultimately I received my orders to report to San Francisco to a place called Camp 
Schumacher outside of San Francisco.  I was assigned to a unit.  A whole group of us 
were sent up there to wait for the time when we would board a ship to go to the 
south Pacific.  We were there for maybe two weeks. 
 
T: So this is 1944 by this time? 
 
B: Yes.  Wait a minute.  I was in San Francisco, I forgot to tell you one thing I did get 
to do.  I didn’t have any duties, so they kept trying to find something for us to do.  I 
got assigned to shore patrol duty in Oakland, across the bay.  There was another 
shipmate of mine, and we spent time on shore patrol.  I consider that an experience, 
because the shipyards were full, and a lot of them were black people.  They had 
come from the South, up to work in the shipyards.  There were dances, and some of 
the Army and Navy people nearby would go to these dances, too.  I know we had 
several problems, because the events were sponsored by blacks and for blacks, and 
we ran into a group of men who were black.  I guess you would call them mulattos in 
those days, mixed race.  They didn’t look black at all, but they were raised as blacks, 
and they were known to be black.  The other thing was that they happened to be a 
group of blacks that were being given opportunities to be something more than 
officer’s cooks and stewards and things like that.  These sailors were wearing an 
insignia, meaning they were machinist mates.  We had problems there because the 
blacks thought they were white, and these guys wanted to go to the dance, and they 
were black.  They were used to dancing with black people. 
 
T: Would you say that there were racial tensions?  This incident was pretty typical? 
 
B: That was the only time I can think of that there was any racial tension, because I 
was overseas most of the time.  We had officer stewards that made our beds and 
washed the bed linens and things like that.  Whatever we asked them to do.  They’d 
wash our clothes if we wanted.  I don’t remember doing that.  They cleaned our 
quarters. 
 
T:  Did you come into contact with blacks then on a fairly regular basis? 
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B: Oh, yes.  They were around every day. 
 
T: How would you describe the relations between the races, between whites and 
blacks in the Navy? 
 
B: That was in the 1940s.  At that time it was accepted that they were minorities.  
They were not equal to us.  It never occurred to me to think that they were anything 
other than that.  I didn’t ever treat them unkindly.  I thought they were human 
beings.  I’d been exposed to a lot of that so-called radical thinking when I was in 
college.  I learned that they were equal, but we never treated them that way.  I was 
never cruel to them or anything like that, but I just assumed they were there to 
serve me.  And they were.  That was their job.  Officers’ stewards and officers’ cooks. 
 




T: Among the enlisted personnel, how did blacks and whites seem to get along? 
 
(1, A, 232) 
 
B: Blacks were pretty well segregated.  Separate.  I don’t remember any tension 
there.  We had some tension between… we had a number of Mexicans in our group, 
and we ran into problems with them.  I’m talking about the enlisted men.  Enlisted 
men, where the Mexicans had conflicts with the whites.  There was tension there.  I 
know a couple times the Mexicans got into fights because of drunkenness.  I don’t 
remember much about that.  I wouldn’t say it was a large problem. 
 
T: By the time you were in California you knew you were going to be stationed in the 
Pacific somewhere. 
 
B: Unless I got sick or got lucky, and was sent home. 
 
T: Did you think much about who the Japanese were? 
 
B: Only in a sense of referring to “those dirty Japs” or something like that.  My wife 
has just been reading a bunch of letters that I’d sent home at that time.  I was talking 
about “those Japs.”  I was out in the Pacific at that time.  On the islands north of me 
we were getting a spot of trouble. 
 
T: Did you have a defined idea of what these people were like or what you could 
expect from them or how you would treat them once you got to the Pacific? 
 
B: No. I had no contact with them at all.  I wasn’t involved in any combat with them.  
The islands where we invaded, they were the enemy.  I was fortunate that I was in 
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the engineering end of it and didn’t go in directly.  I wasn’t crawling on the beach 
like most of my men were.  The Japs occupied the whole archipelago except for the 
two islands that we took.  But they were surrounded.  The [American] submarines 
were patrolling so they couldn’t get supplies.  Whatever they got in they got in came 
by [their own] submarines, too.  They used to drop bombs at night.  We never had 
any casualties from that.  We had them during the invasion, though. 
 
T: So you didn’t think much about the Japanese other than the fact that they were 
the enemy? 
 
B: Yes.  I had no contact with them.  I had some contact with some Chinese students 
when I was in college.  I had one Chinese friend, he became a good friend of mine 
because he was a counselor at the camp where I was.  I took him home and my 
mother was kind of startled to see me with this Chinese man.  She’d never had any 
contact with them before.  He looked different.  He was a good friend of mine.  He 
was a student at Macalester College [in St. Paul] and we worked together summers 
at the camp. 
 
(1, A, 269) 
 
T: What did you do in the Solomon Islands when you were down there? 
 
B: We trained with the 1st Marine Division.  They were the ones that had taken 
Guadalcanal.  They were on Guadalcanal and we were on another island in the same 
area.  We had set up camp.  Florida Island—that’s where we stayed.  There’s another 
one that we went to, Pavuvu, I know that was another one, but that was just before 
the invasion.  Just went up there on maneuvers with the Marines prior to the 
invasion of Peleliu. 
 
T: 1st Marine Division was on Pavuvu Island before Peleliu? 
 
B: They were up there training, too.  The 1st Marines were the ones who had taken 
Guadalcanal.  They put in a lot of replacements, of course.  There were a bunch of 
them that were on Guadalcanal that also went up to Peleliu. 
 
T: What was the training like there in the Solomon Islands?  By this time you knew 
you were getting ready for something? 
 
B: It was our responsibility to make sure all the landing craft were serviceable.  If 
they weren’t we were to fix them. 
 
T: These were LCVPs and LCMs? 
 
B: That’s right. 
 
T: For the record here, how big is an LCVP or an LCM? 
 
Oral History Project: World War II Years, 1941-1946 - Bob Snow 
Interview © 2002 by Thomas Saylor  11 
 
B: I don’t remember the exact dimensions very well, but an LCVP was small and 
wooden.  It was what they called a Higgins boat.  They were built down in New 
Orleans.  They were wood.  The rumrunners used to use them [during the 
Prohibition days].  They had a shallow draft and they could escape the revenuers 
going into the bayous there where the water was shallow.  In fact, one of my 
shipmates was a warrant officer in the Navy, and he’d been down there working for 
Higgins or something.  He knew all about those boats.  He had lots of tales to tell 
about the rumrunners. 
 
T: So you had to be pretty familiar with these boats and how they worked? 
 
B: Yes, that’s right.  My crew and I had training.  We went down and worked in the 
machine shops for the bus company in San Diego, because they were using diesel 
engines and that’s what we were servicing.  All diesel engines. 
 
T: The Higgins boats were equipped with diesel engines? 
 
B: That’s right. 
 
T: So in order to get to know the engines you went to the bus company. 
 
B: That’s right.  Take them apart and put them back together. 
 
T: So you were really heavily into the engineering end of it. 
 
B: Yes.  Not because of any education.  The only reason I did was because my father 
was a mechanical engineer.  I had no engineering training and no particular interest, 
but for some reason they decided I should have that job, which was fortunate for me 
because I didn’t go in on the worst part of it. 
 
T: Did you think even then that this was a fortunate job assignment? 
 
B: I didn’t really think about that.  When we were preparing for invasion I didn’t 
know at that time where I was going to go in, with the troops, or what I was going to 
do.  We got near there and then I realized this was my job. 
 
T: The invasion of Peleliu took place on 15 September 1944.  Can you talk a bit about 
getting ready for that invasion and being in place then before it happened? 
 
B:  The getting ready was the maneuvers with the Marines, and also getting my crew 
trained in the maintenance of the engines and things like that. 
 
T: How big was your crew? 
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B: Twenty men maybe.  Some were very highly trained.  One of my chief petty 
officers had been in the auto equipment business in Boston.  A lot of experience. 
 
T: These were skilled people, some of these guys. 
 
B: A lot of them were. 
 
T: You were stationed on the USS Gunston Hall.  From the way you described the 
ship before we began taping, the Gunston Hall was a floating dock, I guess you’d call 
it, right? 
 
B: Yes.  It was called an LSD, landing ship dock.  It was a seagoing dry dock. 
 
T: How many days before the invasion was your ship in place off the island? 
 
B: A number of days, but I don’t remember exactly how many. 
 
T: At that point you knew the invasion of this island was coming. 
 
B: Oh, yes, we knew that.  Long before that, because we had been training with the 
Marines before the ships ever arrived there [at Peleliu]. 
 
T: What was going through your mind then when clearly the events were leading 
toward this invasion? 
 
B: I was scared, I know that.  I don’t recall any pressure but I wanted to get back to 
my wife.  We were married [in 1943,] in San Diego. 
 
T: By this time were you writing or receiving letters fairly regularly? 
 
B: Yes.  There were times, sometimes it would be a couple weeks when we didn’t get 
any mail.  We didn’t know exactly why.  I wrote most every day and my wife did, too.  
Whenever I could.  Not very interesting letters.  I couldn’t say very much.  Letters 
were censored.  We couldn’t say much.  If we tried to it would be crossed out. 
 
T: You couldn’t tell her where you were, for example. 
 
B: Oh, no.  She knew I was in the south Pacific, but didn’t know where.  That’s a big 
place. 
 
T: A lot of islands.  So what kind of things could you tell her? 
 
B: I told her what the other men in our tent were doing.  Tell about the kind of food 
we were having.  Comment on what was happening in other parts of the world to 
win the war.  That was of great concern to us—trying to get the war over. 
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(1, A, 346) 
 
T: You mentioned food.  What was the food like in the Navy? 
 
B: Depending upon where you were.  When we were on the island we had wonderful 
food.  We had great food.  I was reading some of the letters recently my wife had 
sent to my parents.  Sometimes we had steak and things like that.  It was good food 
then.  The Navy was much better than the Army and Marines.  When we were on 
Peleliu not too long after the invasion, when planes started landing on Peleliu, I had 
a couple friends of mine from college that flew in there.  And then there was another 
fellow that was land-based.  They had gotten together and they found where I was 
and they looked me up.  They kept coming back for meals all the time because the 
food was better. 
 
T: It was good. 
 
B: The Marines had terrible food.  In the Navy the cooks and the stewards and all 
those people were trained—that was their job to serve the officers.  The Marines 
didn’t have anything like that.  The guy that was the cook was a goof-off that nobody 
else wanted.  “You’re the cook.”  I’m sure there were some that were fairly 
professional, but a lot of them, that was exactly what they were—the goof-off that 
nobody else wanted. 
 
T: So there was a big difference between what you were eating and what those 
Marines were eating. 
 
B: That’s why my friends would all come to visit me.  They maybe had started with 
the same ingredients, but the outcome was different.  (laughs) 
 
T: The day of the invasion was September 15, 1944.  Do you remember that? 
 
B: I do, yes.  Because we were offshore, quite a ways off shore, we couldn’t see the 
island.  Battleships that were with us were putting shells right over our heads.  They 
had been there for days before we got there.  Every night they were shelling the 
island.  We thought, “Oh boy, there can’t be anybody living on there.”  But we found 
out differently.  When we finally took over that island and went up there to the 
caves in the hills, [the Japanese] had villages in there.  Complete villages. 
They’d been ready for us for a long time.  The deadly part, the island was 
here.  (pointing at a map of Peleliu Island) The mountain was a high hill [in the north 
of the island].  The beach is out here.  [The Japanese] had little openings and back 
inside [the caves] they had mortars and things like that.  They had them all zeroed in 
ahead of time, and they’d put some stakes out in the water.  So when our landing 
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T: You mentioned the battleships shelling the island.  And there was a lot of that.  
What was the mood on your ship prior to the invasion? 
 
B: Apprehensive.  I guess secretly wanting to have it over with.  You knew you had to 
do it, but we wanted to get it over with.  I was scared.  We all were very scared.  You 
had no way of knowing if you would survive. 
 
T: You knew you wouldn’t be going in with the invasion troops though? 
 
B: That’s right. 
 
T: So, for you, where did the fear come from? 
 
B: It wasn’t that far to shore.  There was great fear because we were exposed, and 
the Japanese were shelling out that way from the island.  We had to stay where we 
were, because we had to be there to help the boats when they were in trouble. 
 
End of Tape 1, Side A.  Side B begins at counter 380. 
 
T: So for you there was a real danger? 
 
B: Sure.  Of being shelled from the shore.  They sunk some PCs and a couple other 
kinds.  Most of the boats that were lost were the landing craft, when they went in to 
shore.  But there were still shells being shot out toward the fleet out where we were. 
 
T: Did your ship ever take any hits? 
 
B: Not that I know of, no. 
 
T: The day of the invasion, can you describe what happened for you on that day? 
 
B: The sun came up and there was so much to see.  [Our] battleships were seaward 
from us.  They were shelling continuously until the actual invasion started.  We were 
watching the boats going in to the shore and getting hit and all that—we were just 
standing and watching it.  It’s sad but it’s true.  I was very fortunate. 
 
T: Did what happened on board your ship change during the course of the D-Day or 
the couple days thereafter? 
 
(1, B, 419) 
 
B: No.  It was just kind of frantic.  My men were busy fixing these boats when they 
came in.  We ended up fixing a lot of Marine amtracs, too.  They’d come chugging in 
about to sink, and we hauled them out.  Sometimes they got scraped on the coral 
[while landing on the beach], and they were leaking. 
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T: Did the pace become less frantic or did the job change at all while you were there? 
 
B: It changed only in that initially we were only taking care of these little landing 
craft.  After a while we were taking on larger craft; we even brought a sub-chaser 
aboard.  Fortunately my men were capable of even working on those.  They hadn’t 
really been trained at it, but the engines were quite similar.  A lot of it would be a 
shell hole or something like that.  They could fix that.  Welding. 
 
T: How did you interact with your crew?  What kind of an officer were you? 
 
B: I was not a martinet.  They were equal to me.  Some of them I thought were 
friends.  I was not very rigid in my discipline.  Unless they got into trouble. 
 
T: Were you the only officer on board this ship? 
 
B: Oh, no.  My repair crew and I were the only ones.  The rest of the officers were 
with the ship.  They were manning the ship. 
 




(1, B, 460) 
 
T: Were these guys draftees or regular Navy? 
 
B: Both.  That was true all the way through.  Some of the guys had been there, career 
Navy, and others were just seamen there throughout the war. 
 
T: From the time you went to the Pacific, you were there a couple years almost, 
among enlisted men or among officers too, was drinking a problem?  Alcohol 
consumption. 
 
B: It was to some extent.  When we were on Florida Island I know we had men who 
went back into the jungle and made “rotgut” of some kind.  Using whatever they 
could get, canned goods and things like that, to make an alcoholic beverage. 
 
T: Was drinking a problem you think among enlisted men? 
 
B: Yes.  I had some people who were really bad.  One of them was a chief petty 
officer.  He got so bad we had to send him back to the States. 
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T: For his drunkenness? 
 
B: Yes.  We had a fair amount of that.  Still, a lot of these young kids were just out of 
school.  They didn’t know how to handle their liquor.  I think a fair share of it was 
the circumstances, too—look for something to forget with. 
 
T: Was there a fair amount of stress or worry among some of the enlisted men? 
 
B: I’m sure of it.  I did a lot of censoring of the mail, and I know they were. 
 




T: What can you say about that?  What kind of things were you instructed to strike 
out? 
 
B: Strike out any reference to where we were.  That was the main thing. 
 
T: These young kids, what kind of things were they writing about? 
 
B: To their wives and loved ones.  The thing I remember so much, I had an awful lot 
of men from Louisiana and Arkansas.  I just couldn’t get over how poorly they were 
educated.  They couldn’t spell, didn’t use grammar.  It was just fierce. 
 
T: These were all white people, right? 
 
B: Yes.  I took care of the blacks, but I don’t remember them particularly. 
 
T: There were people from the south and from the north.  How well did they get 
along with each other? 
 
B: I don’t think there were so many problems between the whites.  I don’t remember 
that.  I’m sure there was a certain of rivalry.  I think the whites, particularly the ones 
from the south, had more trouble getting along with the blacks.  They thought [the 
blacks] were so inferior to them.  It wasn’t too serious a problem because the blacks 
from our outfit were officer’s cooks and stewards.  They had their own separate 
quarters and things like that.  They weren’t mixing with the whites. 
 
T: They didn’t come into physical contact? 
 
B: No.  There were some problems between the Mexicans and the non-Mexicans. 
 
T: Those were racial tensions as well? 
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B: Yes. 
 




T: Do you remember an incident? 
 
B: No.  I know one of the Mexicans got drunk and we finally had to tie him up and 
put him in a cage all by himself so he couldn’t go berserk. 
 
T: Was this legal or illegal drinking? 
 
B: Illegal.  The enlisted men, the only legal thing they got was beer, and that was 
very little. 
 
T: So there was drinking going on beyond that. 
 
(1, B, 534) 
 
B: They were mixing their own drinks.  They’d steal some sugar and whatever 
ingredients to make their own raisin jack [liquor].  Sometimes they had raisins and 
sometimes they didn’t, but that was essentially raisin jack.  They’d go back in the 
jungle there and get their little still going. 
 
T: Was this making alcohol or having illegal alcohol a problem when you were on 
the Gunston Hall, or on Peleliu as well? 
 
B: No, not on the Gunston Hall.  It was when we were on Peleliu, after the invasion 
was over.  We stayed on.  The invasion force went on somewhere else.  They went to 
the Philippines or wherever.  We stayed on, and we were what they called ship’s 
company.  We were in charge of the two islands that we took. 
 
T: So you were stationed on land then? 
 
B: Yes.  We stayed there.  We invaded Angaur [another of the Palau Islands] and then 
we stayed there. 
 
T: The invasion was over by November. 
 
B: Mostly, yes. 
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T: Doing what? 
 
B: The usual.  Well, just all the routine stuff.  We had Quonset huts and things like 
that.  We were there to stay.  We got to the point we actually built a tennis court 
there.  I remember we had the tennis court, and we had Bobby Riggs and Don Budge, 
two tennis players, come out [to Peleliu] for an exhibition match. 
 
T: Was there repair work to be done there? 
 
B: Yes.  The other thing I never told you, Peleliu had no harbor.  The ships came out.  
They had to unload underway.  They couldn’t come in and tie up and unload.  So to 
unload a ship we took our landing craft out, and they’d load them and we’d take 
them ashore.  We finally built a little harbor for the landing craft.  That’s how we got 
our supplies in.  Supply ships would come in and be unloaded and they’d leave. 
 
T: Were there planes stationed on the airfield there? 
 
B: Yes there were.  The airfield was mostly used as a stopping off place on the way to 
the Philippines.  It was a long flight from the United States, and [planes] stopped 
over there for fuel.  We had Seabees on the island, and they were pretty clever 
people.  There was a [Japanese] machine shop up in the mountains.  They got rid of 
the Japanese and the Seabees went in and got the machine shop operating again.  
They used that, I think mostly, for making “genuine imitation” Japanese souvenirs.  
Then they’d go down and hawk them at the airstrip.  People right out of the United 
States would come and land there, and they’d sell to them. 
 
T: It sounds like after the invasion, which was a very intense, dramatic period, that it 
became rather slow. 
 
B: Yes.  Boring. 
 
T: How do you keep enlisted men busy when life isn’t really that busy? 
 
B: They went swimming.  They went fishing.  We had drills and things like that, too.  
We had a lot of entertainers coming out, like Bob Hope. 
 
T: What do you recall from the Bob Hope or Jack Benny shows? 
 
B: Jack Benny, Gertrude Lawrence.  Several people from vaudeville, dancers and 
things like that.  Gertrude Lawrence was a famous actress from Broadway.  She was 
just fine.  She got out there and started doing something from one her plays.  She 
tried to be kind of bawdy, and it didn’t work very well.  The shows were very 
popular, got a lot of laughs.  I don’t remember much more than that.  They were very 
welcome.  Very welcome.  Everybody really enjoyed having them there. 
 
(1, B, 596) 
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T: What can you say about the weather on that island? 
 
B: They told us on the way up, our skipper said, that the climate was very salubrious 
which means—I looked it up in the dictionary—“health-giving,” something like that.  
Anyway, we got there and it was hot.  It was very hot.  Normal temperature was over 
a hundred degrees, and we usually wore nothing but a pair of shorts.  That’s all we’d 
wear.  Try to stay out of the sun as much as you could.  In those days we didn’t think 
about skin cancer. 
 
T: Back to the letters, the ones you were reading.  The guys talked about weather.  
Did they talk about how they felt about other things? 
 
B: To some extent.  Cussed out their officers.  Were unhappy at times.  Then they 
were also very loving.  Say how much they missed them, and hoped they’d be 
coming home soon.  They were all pretty much the same. 
 
T: Bob, did you come into contact with women in uniform at all during your time in 
the service? 
 
B: I have to tell you.  We went to the Solomon Islands to train with the 1st Marine 
Division.  By then Okinawa was secured.  All secured.  It was pretty ominous 
sounding at Guadalcanal.  We were training with the 1st Marines.  The first time we 
went over there, we’d been training on our own, just kind of an exploratory trip to 
meet with somebody over there.  We were going to Guadalcanal, what was this all 
about?  We pulled in and were looking around, and who do we see coming down to 
meet us but a Red Cross girl, in saddle shoes and white socks and a seersucker suit.  
She came to greet us.  So then we were there for a few days. 
 
T: Did you ever come into contact with the Japanese? 
 
B: The only Japanese we saw was one that was in the brig.  He’d been captured in the 
jungle somewhere.  All he’d learned was to smile and wave to us.  The only thing 
they had taught him to say was, “Fuck Tojo.  Fuck Tojo.” 
 
T: Our forces didn’t take many prisoners. 
 
B: Only a few. 
 
T: Not at Peleliu either? 
 
B: Again, only a few.  I don’t remember that my unit took any.  They were all dead 
when we saw them. 
 
T: Bob, how many days was it before you actually got onto the island? 
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B: I think it was D plus four or five. 
 
T: What brought you to shore at that point? 
 
B: Orders.  Another officer and I actually landed on Angaur, which wasn’t nearly as 
exciting. 
 
T: There was Army down there, right? 
 
B: Yes, that [invasion] was [conducted by the] Army.  If you can imagine, we were 
pretty scared, damn scared.  There was still fighting going on.  We’d had reports of 
snipers up in the trees, which there had been.  We got on the island and it was 
getting dark.  We crawled into a ditch or foxhole and found a piece of sheet metal.  
Pulled it over our head and stayed there all night long.  We didn’t do anything.  We 
didn’t get involved in any hand-to-hand combat or anything. 
 
T: Could you still hear the sounds of battle going when you were on Peleliu? 
 
(1, B, 646) 
 
B: Yes.  By then [the battle] was quite far north [on the island].  [Our forces had] 
taken over the Peleliu airstrip.  They were trying to work to fix that up so planes 
could land there. 
 
T: So there you encountered dead bodies? 
 
B: Yes.  Sure we did.  I just remember seeing them floating in the water when we 
came in.  Mostly our people, because the Japanese were up in the hills.  Corpsmen 
hadn’t taken care of them.  We saw lot of injured after we got established there.  The 
tents were full of them.  A lot of the wounded were sent back to where the ship 
were, offshore.  Sometimes regular hospital ships came in, to help with the wounded 
and to take some of the wounded to other islands or back to the States. 
 
T: Were you stationed on Peleliu in April 1945 when you heard the news that 




T: How did you and those around you react to that news? 
 
B: We were sad about it.  He was our leader.  I don’t remember if people identified 
themselves as Democrats or Republicans particularly.  I’m sure most of the 
southerners were Democratic.  In my outfit I don’t remember talking too much 
about whether you were Democrats or Republicans. 
 
T: So politics wasn’t a topic of conversation really? 
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B: Not particularly. 
 
T: When you were with other officers, what did you talk about? 
 
B: Girls.  (laughs) 
 




T: But you weren’t that much older than the enlisted guys, were you? 
 
B: No, no.  A lot of the enlisted men were older than we were.  I was twenty-four 
years old.  I had a lot of enlisted men that were older than I was. 
 
T: Did that make it difficult for you, that age difference, that you were younger? 
 
B: To some extent, but not too much.  I got along pretty well.  I had one chief petty 
officer.  I kept in touch with him.  When I moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts [after 
the war, to attend graduate school at Harvard], I looked him up.  He was a successful 
businessman there and had a boat in the harbor.  We went out for a ride in the boat 
with him. 
 
T: You wouldn’t say as a general rule that you had difficulty with enlisted men that 
were older than you? 
 
B: No.  They probably didn’t like me, or any officer for that matter.  I know there 
were some.  I looked at all their letters, but I never found much that was adversarial 
or antagonistic. 
 
T: Toward you, you mean. 
 
B: Right.  Or toward other officers. 
 
T: Then again, they knew that you would read the letters. 
 
B: I never let anybody know I was reading their letters.  They knew that we read 
letters, but they didn’t know who read what. 
 
T: What do you remember about V-E Day, May 8, 1945, when the war against 
Germany ended? 
 
B: We heard about it but we didn’t get terribly excited about it because it didn’t 
really make much difference to us out there.  We were glad that it happened but we 
were very selfish about that.  We were still out there.  Those guys were going home. 
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T: So it really didn’t impact you personally.  By May Americans were fighting on 
Okinawa, and most people expected that the invasion of Japan was going to be next.  
Were thoughts like that also in your mind? 
 
(1, B, 695) 
 
B: Sure.  But I didn’t expect that we’d be involved in it.  We were told that we were 
going to stay on that island until they made arrangements. 
 
T: Really?  You’d been told that? 
 
B: Yes, we were ship’s company.  We were in charge of running the island, such as it 
was. 
 
T: Did that bring a sense of relief in a way? 
 
B: I suppose.  Of course, I was very fortunate—I didn’t get much involved.  I knew 
what was happening and I knew people were getting killed.  I wasn’t close enough to 
witness it.  I didn’t go onto shore on the D-Day invasion [of 15 September 1944].  
But I saw people that had been shot and had been brought out [to the waiting ships]. 
 
T: Bob, you were not wounded at all yourself during the war, were you? 
 
B: No.  I contracted dysentery out there on the island. 
 
T: How did that impact you physically? 
 
B: I lost a lot of weight.  Then I got it pretty well under control with medication. 
 
T: What were the symptoms? 
 
B: Lots of shitting blood, and weakness.  It attacks the intestine inside you.  Then it 
stayed with me after the war, too.  I got along for a while, and then I got worse again 
and I had to go back in the hospital.  My intestine had kind of rotted away.  It was 
just gone.  So in 1966 they had to operate on me and remove my intestine and do 
what’s called an ileostomy.  They took out my large intestine.  My small intestine 
comes out right here (touches hand to right side, above waist) and enters into a 
plastic bag.  That saved my life.  They said my intestine looked like ragged bits and 
pieces.  Afterward they called it ulcerative colitis.  They said that what happened is 
that the dysentery weakened my intestines so much that I was subject to ulcerative 
colitis. 
 
T: When was the operation that you had that removed you intestine? 
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B: 1966.  I am still being treated regularly out at the Veteran’s Administration, and 
taking medication. 
 
T: Since 1966 did you notice an improvement in your health? 
 
B: Oh, yes.  Once I was through that, I was healthy after that. 
 
T: You were obviously still on Peleliu when the Japanese surrendered in August of 
1945.  How did those on the island react to that bit of news? 
 
B: Thrilled.  They celebrated every way that they could.  Shooting off pistols and 
everything.  Everything they could think of to do to celebrate. 
 
(1, B, 737) 
 
T: How did you celebrate personally? 
 
B: Just great elation.  Realizing that sooner rather than later, it was over and I’m 
going home. 
 
T: Unless they forgot you’re on that island. 
 
B: Yes.  (both laugh) 
 
T: In August, of course, the atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  
At the time, Bob, did you feel the US government was correct to use atomic bombs 
on Japan? 
 
B: I did, yes.  I think that was unanimous.  We were so fed up with the war.  This 
would end the war for us.  It was very selfish, I suppose.  At that time we had no love 
for the Japanese.  We didn’t care if they got killed.  They were our enemy.  All those 
years hating them.  (pauses three seconds) War is war. 
 
T: How have your feelings changed on this since 1945? 
 
B: I certainly don’t have any hatred for the Japanese now.  I realize it was stupid at 
the time, but that’s the way it was. 
 
T: How about the use of atomic weapons?  Have your feelings on that question 
changed particularly? 
 
B: Not particularly.  I felt elated at the time—it was over with.  It’s a tough question.  
Either for or against.  Not much room in between.  I was thankful for it at the time, 
but I sure hope we don’t have to do it again. 
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T: From Peleliu it wasn’t until October that you left the island.  What did you guys do 
from August to October?  The war was over. 
 
B: Just went on with the same old thing. 
 
T: The routine continued? 
 




End of Tape 1.  Tape 2, Side A begins at counter 000. 
 
T: It was October 1945 when you left the island, and you mentioned that it was a 
little bit of a journey before you got back to the United States.  There must have been 
a lot of guys leaving a lot of islands to come back to the USA. 
 
B: When I flew to Guam it was just loaded with guys.  I’m sure there must have been 
thousands of sailors there.  They were ferrying them home as fast as they could on 
the troop ships.  On anything they could find. 
 
T: You arrived back in the States in late 1945.  Was your wife waiting there for you 
when you got back? 
 
B: She met me in Chicago.  Her brother and sister-in-law were there and she went 
down and spent some time with them because she knew I was coming back.  I had to 
go back by way of Chicago anyway, so we managed to meet there.  I was fortunate—
my cousin worked for American Airlines, so we got out. 
 
T: So once again you were lucky in getting pretty quick service.  When did you arrive 
back in St. Paul? 
 
B: We were in Chicago less than a week.  It was probably late October, the first part 
of November.  I don’t remember exactly. 
 
T: You hadn’t been back in St. Paul for close to three years.  For you, how did it seem 
the community had changed as a result of the war? 
 
(2, A, 36) 
 
B: I wasn’t aware of any great change.  I don’t know how it would have changed.  [St. 
Paul was an] old town.  There wasn’t a lot of building going on, because of the war. 
 
T: Did it seem that the war brought the community together in any way? 
 
B: I suppose it did, but of course I was gone so I didn’t spend much time there. 
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T: When you came back, Bob, what was your initial reaction to being out of the 
military? 
 
B: I was very happy to be out.  Pleased.  Relieved. 
 
T: Did it ever occur to you to make a career out of the military? 
 
B: I thought about it very briefly.  They were desperately trying to get people to stay 
in, but like most of us, we were home.  We wanted to get out. 
 
T: So you never really lingered much with that thought. 
 
B: No.  Some people did.  Some of them made careers out of it.  But it wasn’t 
something I wanted to do. 
 
T: Did you ever regret that later on?  That you hadn’t stuck with it? 
 
B: No.  No. 
 




T: What was the first thing you did as a civilian? 
 
B: I had some time.  I made arrangements to go to [graduate school at] Harvard 
using my GI Bill entitlement, but I couldn’t go there until January or February of 
1946, so I worked.  My father-in-law was with Weyerhaeuser Lumber Company, so I 
was able to get a job working in the lumber yard there in the Midway District in St. 
Paul.  After all the years in the tropics, it was below zero weather.  It was quite a 
change for me, because I was working outside, unloading boxcars and whatever had 
to be done.  I had to earn a little bit of money. 
 




T: What was the hardest thing for you, do you think, readjusting to civilian life? 
 
B: I didn’t have a hard time.  It came very easily to me. 
 
T: You moved into a job, and you already knew you were going to graduate school. 
 
B: Yes, right.  Most of the time we lived with my parents. 
 
 
Oral History Project: World War II Years, 1941-1946 - Bob Snow 
Interview © 2002 by Thomas Saylor  26 




T: So you weren’t even looking for an apartment.  Three of the things people talk 
about most are jobs, apartments, and school, and you didn’t have a problem with 




T: Bob, at the time, while you were in the Navy and in the Pacific, what did the war 
mean for you personally? 
 
B: I guess I was proud that I served.  People recognized that.  That made me feel 
good, that people seemed to appreciate the fact that we’d been away a long time and 
we were not just goofing off. 
 
T: Did you see yourself part of a great moral crusade, Bob? 
 
B: I didn’t think of it that way. 
 
T: Bob, do you feel overall that the war was a positive experience for you, or a 
negative experience? 
 
B: I felt I matured a lot as a result of it.  I guess that would make it positive for me.  I 
was fortunate that I didn’t have a lot of really bad experiences.  I was very fortunate.  
If I had been shot and spent a couple years in the hospital, it would have been 
different.  But I was very fortunate. 
 
T: You had, in a sense, fortunate duty. 
 
B: Yes, exactly.  Even more than most of the men that I was with.  My men and I were 
in that fortunate situation on the Gunston Hall.  And the skipper was wonderful.  In 
fact, he got a letter of commendation for the men.  They were working on all kinds of 
machines, like the amtracs that the Marines had.  They never had any experience 
with them, but they figured out what [the amtracs] could do, and they did a lot of 
work on them.  They got a letter of commendation from the skipper for outstanding 
work.  I just stood and watched.  I was very proud of them. 
 
T: It sounds like it was easy, but I’ll bet there was a lot stress and difficult times for 
you as well. 
Bob, you were only twenty-six when you got out of the service, with a 
lifetime of experience behind you. 
 
B: I was actually twenty-five when I got out.  I wasn’t twenty-six until the following 
April. 
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T: That’s my final question.  Let me thank you very much for the interview. 
 
B: Glad to do it. 
 
END OF INTERVIEW 
